Abstract: The paper explores the possibilities of using applied qualitative research to help to achieve changes in the context of education. It presents three case studies: an evaluation of an educational software package which may be implemented nationally; an assessment of the impact of a 1:1 Technology Rich Learning Environment experimental project conducted in two Slovak elementary schools; and international comparative research on the curricula of psychology courses in secondary schools. The authors ask three questions: 1. does qualitative research have the potential/resources/capacity to guide us in the process of making policy related decisions? 2. Does it have enough credibility in the eyes of the consumers-whether these are decision-makers themselves or a wider community that often plays a role in public decisions? 3. Could this type of work still count as academic inquiry? The discussion evolves around the reflection of the position of researchers in this type of research design, and the authors conclude that applied qualitative research could be the source of solid evidence for making decisions related to education-although this evidence is different to that provided by quantitative research.
Introduction
The objective of this article is to discuss the nature of applied qualitative research in education. We present three case studies and argue that despite its shortcomings this type of research may be a beneficial part of academic inquiry.
In the present paper we focus on using qualitative research in the applied context, i.e. not in purely academic study but in research commissioned by institutions working in certain practical fields. The Frascati Manual defines applied research as "original investigation undertaken in order to acquire new knowledge" which is "directed primarily towards a specific practical aim or objective" (OECD 2002, 30) . However, defining the concept of applied research may be slightly more challenging. For a more detailed discussion please see Furlong, Oancea 2005 ; their working definition sees "applied and practice based research as an area situated between academia-led theoretical pursuits (e.g. historical research) and research-informed practice, and consisting of a multitude of models of research explicitly conducted in, with, and/or for practice" (ibid., 9). HUMAN AFFAIRS 22, 492-509, 2012 DOI: 10.2478 Typically traditional quantitative research evidence has been used to support certain policy decisions relating to education. For example the results of international (PISA, TIMSS, PIRLS etc.) and national testing and assessment projects serve as a source of recommendations when formulating educational practices, and updating methodology guidelines, educational standards and teaching materials (e.g. Alfoldyiová, Polgáryová 2009). The results of these kinds of measurements are cited in leading publications in educational science (e.g. Turek 2010) .
As suggested by Furlong and Oancea (2005) in their framework for discussion titled "Assessing Quality in Applied and Practice-based Educational Research", recently there has been a growing recognition of the need for tighter links between research, practice and policy. "There is increasing recognition of the legitimacy of the policy-originated quest for answers, and the need for research to contribute to solutions; as a result, the idea of 'evidence-informed' policy and practice has rapidly gained support and is coming to shape research agendas throughout the country", argue the authors (ibid., 6).
Despite the considerable expansion in the use of qualitative research methods in the educational context over the last few decades (Firestone 1993; Furlong, Oancea 2005) , the use of qualitative research in this context raises some important questions.
At the 7th annual conference on the Qualitative Approach and Methods in Social Sciences dedicated to qualitative research in the public sphere, Wendy Stainton-Rogers criticized the undue reliance on quantitative evidence when making decisions in the public sphere. As she noted, only deductive reasoning and statistical results usually fall under the category of sound or scientific evidence:
The trouble is, in the UK and, I suspect, in the Czech and Slovak Republics, politicians (both local and national), policy makers and those in charge of institutions like hospitals and social welfare services seem to be in awe of statistics in particular and of science in general. They base their decisions about 'what works' on evidence (as in evidence-based medicine), assuming that only quantitative research can offer the kind of robust, reliable and valid evidence about how to tackle problems like poor health, criminal behaviour or the mistreatment of children. This is what we need to challenge (Stainton-Rogers 2008, 10) .
There is a growing tendency to argue that education should become more evidence-based; and we presume that "evidence" does not automatically has to mean quantitative evidence. When we however try to challenge the concept of quantitative research and promote qualitative research procedures we run into some difficult questions. The first question is: does qualitative research have the potential/resources/capacity to guide us in the process of making policy related decisions? We emphasize that we are talking about applied or targeted research, not the type of research that would fall under basic research. The second question is: does it have enough credibility in the eyes of the consumers-whether these are decisionmakers themselves or a wider community that often plays a role in public decisions? This question is especially important considering the fact that this type of research cannot rely on numbers, percentages, charts or other well-established methods of communicating the research results. The third question is does this type of work still count as academic inquiry?
One of the reasons for the third question is the nature of targeted research, which means that the client or the final recipient who commissioned this kind of research is not an uncommitted actor (e.g. a grant agency) but someone who has goals, an agenda and interests in the area (cf. Lukšík 2008) . The researcher who works on these kinds of research tasks does not always have to be an uninvolved and value-neutral academic (provided something like that is even possible) but is often very active in the area being investigated and has certain positions, opinions, values, etc. Stainton-Rogers (2008) does not see this as a problem in redefining the position of psychology: from bringing knowledge to making a positive difference in the world around us.
1 This shift goes hand in hand with the onset of critical psychology but this debate does not have to be limited to this realm.
2
All our case studies involve projects that were implemented by the authors of the present article (together and separately).
For our first case study we take a look at the project of rolling out the educational software content system Planet of Knowledge that involved testing an educational content package being considered for national roll-out. The research conducted as a part of this project was commissioned by an organization associated with the Slovak Ministry of Education. The project of rolling out Planet of Knowledge, however, became the subject of public discussion and controversy. Although the research produced some quantitative and qualitative data that provided evidence on the positive reaction of teachers and pupils and the potential benefits of this technology, the project was thwarted after a negative public debate in the media.
The second case study involves the 1:1 Technology Rich Learning Environment project conducted in two Slovak elementary schools. Initiated by a multinational software developer, the project was originally not designed as an experiment so researchers struggled to collect any meaningful data. When we realized the traditional experimental design was not an option we decided to adopt a combination of different quantitative and qualitative methods. Although the quantitative components failed to produce any significant results the researchers believe that the qualitative evidence provides enough ground to claim that the project was successful-but the question remains as to whether such arguments have the power to convince the decision-makers.
The third case study involves a research project designed to compare approaches to teaching psychology in pre-university education. Here the researchers find themselves in an 1 In her opinion we need to conduct research that 1. Produces outcomes that directly increase the wellbeing and life-opportunities of individuals, communities and/or populations; 2. Offers analyses and insights to persuade governments (national and local) and other organisations to pursue social justice in their economic, social and healthcare policies; 3. Provides robust "evidence" on which to base professional practice in fields such as medicine, social work and criminal justice; 4. Contributes to the development of specific systems, strategies and interventions that can be used for achieving these goals (Stainton-Rogers 2008, 8) . 2 This position does not, however, have to relate to critical psychology alone. Furlong, Oancea (2005) argue that there are at least two senses in which a research project can be evaluated in terms of its contribution to practice and to the practitioners: 1. the instrumental or technological dimension of the research quality (the extent to which it provides facts, evidence, ideas; its value for use), and 2. capacity building-"its contribution to the collective and personal growth of practitioners and policy makers; changing them as people through establishing forms of collaboration and partnership, increasing their receptiveness, reflexivity, virtuousness, and morality (…) development of tacit knowledge and of the ethical, interactional and critical dimensions of practice" (ibid., 10).
interesting position: collecting the data on one hand and on the other attempting to promote psychology in pre-university education. So in terms of classic research methodology the researchers are clearly "biased". Furthermore, the joint efforts undertaken by the researchers in this project spanning several countries raised interesting methodological issues about doing qualitative research in multinational teams, and attempting to consolidate data from very diverse educational systems.
What these three case studies have in common is that all three started with a specific question stemming from the practical sphere, and that these questions were then addressed by conducting inquiry that included elements of qualitative research.
In the paper we present these three cases in the following way: project description, methodology highlights, and reflections on the role of the researcher.
Theoretical background
This paper uses the case study method to introduce three different research projects. According to Yin (2009, 18) , "a case study is an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon in depth and within its real life context, especially when the boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clearly evident."
Our three case studies present three different research projects. They all use elements of qualitative inquiry in their methodological approach. Elements of grounded theory, narrative analysis, content analysis, thematic analysis and social representations theory were used in the qualitative data management and in the way the data are analyzed and interpreted The epistemological framework is primarily that of social constructionism, which sees discourse about the world "not as a reflection of the world but as an artifact of communal interchange", where the meaning is understood as being located between the subject and the researcherand it is up to the researchers to explicate the processes by which people describe, explain or otherwise account for the world in which they live (Gergen 1985, 266) .
We note that the use of qualitative research in education is not a new idea in our academic environment. This research tradition has been evident in the research findings of the Prague Group of School Ethnography since 1991 (for a discussion on the public perception of such research findings see Kučera 2008) . Researchers from the Prague Group have used ethnographic methods to study, for example, the meaning of children's games (Klusák 2008) or the influence of oral and scriptural culture on the development of texts written by children of an early school age (Viktorová 2008) .
Case study 1: The educational software project
Project description
The Planet of Knowledge consists primarily of a portal featuring educational software such as videos, animations, tasks, exercises, experiments or educational games for selected courses at primary and secondary level schools. After logging onto the Planet of Knowledge system teachers may use ready-made lessons or create their own lessons from components available within the system: at the same time they may add their own content as required.
Teachers have access to tools for managing homework and other class administration tools. The system is provided by a commercial company called Agemsoft. More details are available in the final report written by the first author of the present article who led the research team (Masaryk 2011a ).
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The initiator of the research-The Institute of Information and Prognoses of Education, an organization affiliated with the Slovak Ministry of Education, Science, Research and Sport-made the decision to test the software package on a sample of 300 schools on an opt-in basis: schools had the chance to voluntarily apply to participate in the testing project. Researchers were only called in during the final phase of the testing project so the team did not have an opportunity to influence the test design.
The team used questionnaires to collect quantitative data from the whole population of schools involved in the testing project (N=294). Then 15 schools were selected for the qualitative sample where the emphasis was on diversity (primary criteria: school type, region, frequency of software use) and qualitative data were collected (interviews and inclass observations). In the analysis we focused on identifying how the people involved in the project (especially teachers and pupils) viewed the software package.
The findings included very positive evaluations of the Planet of Knowledge system by both teachers and pupils in questionnaires, interviews, focus groups. In the questionnaire sent to all teachers testing the product as many as 98 % of participants 4 said they would have liked to continue using Planet of Knowledge beyond the free trial and testing period; our interviews with pupils and teachers, in-class observations as well as questionnaires addressed to the whole population participating within the project echoed this positive perception of the whole project. Although we deliberately tried to elicit reservations, suggestions for improvements or negative comments, very few of these emerged and those that did revolved mostly only around ensuring tighter adherence to national curricula. The teachers especially appreciated the comprehensive nature of the system, by which they meant that the system constituted a particular platform that enabled the use of materials from various subjects and grades, the interlinking of materials from one subject to another, and the uploading of their own materials into the system. The teachers also appreciated the fact that they could portray even very abstract ideas visually.
Methodology highlights: choosing the sample
The decision to only gather data from those who voluntarily applied to participate in the testing project obviously has the disadvantage of failing to create a representative sample in the traditional sense. On the other hand, learning how to operate in the new digital environment requires a certain amount of motivation, time and energy. If we had used a random sample, a certain number of teachers would simply have ignored the product-or spent only a limited amount of time trying out the different features. We presumed that in such cases negative evaluations would mainly be driven by negative attitudes to the technologies in general: some teachers would simply choose to ignore the testing package, lacking any motivation to dedicate any effort to learning a new approach that might not even become a part of their teaching routine, and we would not learn much about the benefits and disadvantages of the software package. On the other hand, having teachers apply to participate in the testing project on a voluntary basis means they may have had more extensive experience with different types of digital content or electronic educational tools, or at least have been more conversant with computer technologies. However, the fact remains that constructing the research sample in this way demonstrates a certain level of bias.
This bring us to the question of whether it is even possible to conduct applied research in education (e.g. investigating the impact of a new method or an approach) in a way that complies with standard research design requirements. The end results will always be so strongly influenced by the teachers' personalities and their motivation to implement the project that there seems to be almost no way of conducting anything that resembles the design format of double-blind studies. This may be a strong case for a qualitative approach: such methods may provide insight into what would otherwise be inaccessible through other methods.
The project had an interesting impact on the Slovak media. Before the presentation of the final report several negative press articles were published (e.g. Petková 2011; Mojžiš 2011) that criticized the way in which the tender for the Planet of Knowledge system had been set up, the number of factual errors in the content, and the cost of the system (though not publically known at that time). This altogether negative media attention was further echoed in a series of negative blogs. The negative media attention was in stark contrast to the overall positive evaluation we witnessed during our in-situ visits and when analyzing all the data we had collected.
It is clear that to a certain extent the overall positive attitude could be explained by the positive bias of the sample (the teachers had voluntarily agreed to test the product) and the fact that at the time of testing the teachers did not have access to certain information (e.g. the estimated price of the product, which was claimed by critics to be unreasonably high). The main objection of those who opposed the product was, however, the large number of content errors. In our data collection involving more than 300 teachers who worked on the project we did not register this as a significant issue.
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This discrepancy could partly be explained by on site observations: teachers used the content by selecting individual components and combining them with their own material. If an exercise or an explanatory animation seemed to contain errors or just did not look right, they simply did not use it. We may also suggest provocatively that teachers may be used to the large numbers of errors in the educational materials they use (which has to do with the way in which they are introduced by the Ministry of Education-this is, however, beyond the scope of this paper). We may also presume that a similar number of errors or undue simplifications to those found by the most critical author (a university lecturer) might be found by academic experts in almost all primary or secondary school level materials.
Thus far these have been the only reservations expressed toward the project. Some comments also touched upon the research component of the whole project-especially in relation to its representativeness. It seems that many people who express their opinions in articles or blogs work on the basis of the assumption that good research must be representative, and this generally means having more than 1,000 participants.
6 This constitutes a great challenge for qualitative research: to reiterate our second question, how can we make sure that the public sees this research as the source of relevant and credible arguments?
One answer could be that a researcher may attempt to engage in the public discourse and provide comments. We did this by posting a blog (Masaryk 2011b ); however, it had a very limited impact (approx. 3,000 views). The problem is the obvious asymmetry of positions: if a person intends to attack a project, he or she may use aggressive language, make accusations of corruption, choose facts selectively, and use reductio ad absurdum and further communication techniques to increase the impact of the blog. However, if a researcher is planning to defend something, he or she must formulate the wording carefully, at length, in detail, etc., and this kind of writing will never achieve as much popularity as the critical attack.
Reflection: being the researcher
The role of the researcher could be described on two levels. Firstly, working on the project required intense collaboration with both the producer of the content and the instigator of the research project (a government agency). The agency was impartial in the process and the producer did not attempt to directly influence the results of the project.
What was much more difficult was dealing with the inner convictions and opinions of the researchers. Most of us in the research team were greatly in favor of using technologies in the classroom and introducing interactive methods into instruction. In the case of this research team it also became increasingly difficult to remain impartial after observing lessons in individual schools, talking to pupils, teachers and administrators, and seeing that the educational package was received positively and made a real difference in the classroom. This kind of evidence may shift the position of the researcher in support of the system. We started with very neutral attitudes toward the software package, which gradually changed throughout the project due to the positive reactions we recorded in the field, and the negative media attention it received, which we considered unfair. This tendency became much stronger after the negative media campaign: we tended to defend the educational content. Although we tried to counterbalance this by involving more people in the research team, by consulting with other experts and by subjecting our results to detailed public scrutiny (by publishing the final report online and conducting a special workshop session at a major Slovak conference), the question remains whether this attitude could be a threat to scientific validity.
However, we agree with the position of Stainton-Rogers (2008) that making a difference in the classroom would be a valid goal for a psychology researcher. Despite the outcome and the aftermath of the negative publicity, we believe our efforts had this impact. Although the Ministry of Education's original plan to purchase a general license for every Slovak school was thwarted, the project led to very interesting practical outcomes, which included the creation of EduLab, a platform for teachers to exchange ideas and practices. The testing project also brought together some of the most enthusiastic and innovative teachers in the country, and the research component identified some best practices in the use of digital technologies that are worthy of further elaboration-regardless of the underlying technological platform or software package.
Case study 2: the one-to-one technology rich learning environment project
Project description
Initiated by Microsoft Slovakia, the objective of the Notebook for Every Pupil project was to assess the impact of the 1:1 Technology Rich Learning Environment (1:1 TRLE) on the educational process. Here one-to-one signifies that all the pupils use their own notebook computer. In practice this means that pupils use their notebooks to prepare presentations, edit videos, solve mathematical problems, do art projects, search for information or work on team projects at school and at home. The experimental project also involved other forms of support from Microsoft Slovakia and other companies beyond providing hardware and software: the companies provided classroom equipment, educational content, and teacher training. Teachers were actively encouraged to try new and creative methods of instruction.
The purpose of the research component was to assess how this project changed educational practice, and what benefits it had for pupils. To achieve this objective we defined the three target groups: the pupils (see chart below), parents and teachers involved with the project in the two schools participating in the project at the time-the Elementary School in Bošany and the Rudolf Dilong Elementary School in Trstená. The schools were selected for the project by the initiator as they had worked together before. We 7 visited both schools in 2009 and in 2010, and in 2012 we only visited the school in Bošany.
Chart 1 presents basic descriptive data about the pupils in the homeroom classes included in our research. In the Slovak educational system a homeroom class is a group of students who generally remain together as they go through elementary school. In our case each homeroom class typically contained around 20 pupils. In grades 1 through 4 a homeroom class has a homeroom teacher, who generally teaches them all subjects. In grades 5 through 9 classes are typically reassigned a different homeroom teacher; in addition each subject is also taught by a different educational professional. The role of the homeroom teacher is to oversee any administrative, disciplinary, career guidance etc. issues that arise in that class. Quantitative data were collected using the standardized Test of Cognitive Skills (Thorndike, Hagen, Vonkomer 1997) , the Questionnaire of Academic Self-Evaluation of Pupils (Matějček, Vágnerová 1992) , and our own questionnaire to establish motivation for using notebooks. The qualitative data were collected through direct observation, focus groups and interviews with teachers and pupils. Interview and focus group data were transcribed and coded (deductive coding using a code-book prepared in line with our questions combined with inductive emergent coding where we focused on any utterances relating to technologies and their relation to the educational process).
The design and results are described in more detail elsewhere (Masaryk, Sokolová 2009a,b,c; Masaryk, Kvasničková, Sokolová 2011) . To summarize, the quantitative results failed to identify any significant differences in the samples-except for high scores for motivation in 2009 and 2010 in the computer classes, and also higher levels of self-evaluation in some subjects (especially those requiring the incremental building of certain skills, such as mathematics). In some aspects the control class even reported better results than the experimental class-however, pupils were not distributed randomly, and on some occasions school administrators stated that they wanted "the worst" of the two classes to benefit from the technologies so they decided to launch the project in what they considered to be the underperforming class. Some results suggest that the effect diminishes throughout the project lifecycle-despite very strong support from commercial partners at the beginning of the project, this gradually waned and the project was largely left to the resourcefulness of teachers. Lastly, as we found out in interviews, some teachers unwittingly "subverted" the trial in good faith by providing the control class with access to the notebook technologies for at least some hours a week; although they meant well they undermined the case-control setting. Finally, when we compared the quantitative data against what we had learned using qualitative methods it became clear that there were differences in how teachers approached the project: some did their best to actively use the technologies, some took a much more reserved approach, and some even showed resentment toward the technologies and were of the attitude that one class should not be educated differently from another. This was not clearly seen in Trstená (grades 2 through 5 where there was one homeroom teacher for all the subjects) but it had a real impact in Bošany (grades 5 through 9, where there were different teachers with different levels of technological ability).
Our qualitative data-interviews, in-class observations, focus groups-gave a much better picture of the impact of the experiment. In 2009 and 2010 it was clear from all the interviews with the teachers and pupils that using the technologies increased their motivation and interest in schoolwork. In 2012 this fell in all the quantitative data, and a decrease in interest in the project was also obvious in the interviews. We interpret this as the result of a waning in support for the project. Without further stimuli the project lifecycle curve turned downward.
Methodology highlights: from quantitative to qualitative
There were several limitations as far as the quantitative methods used to measure the effect of this quasi-experiment, especially in two areas-the problem of choosing measurement instruments, and the problem of research design.
Most of the potential benefits of this kind of project seem to be extremely hard to measure. We did not find any available measurement tools sensitive enough to measure any meaningful differences in our experiment. The quantitative approach, moreover, requires larger samples, which are hard to put together in schools.
Another vital factor was the limitations regarding research design. One of the principal factors was the lack of random distribution in the two classes before the project launch. Moreover, the design was significantly influenced by teacher interventions that were impossible to "filter out". When monitoring the effect of the project it is advisable to measure the baseline of cognitive, computer and academic skills before the project; we were unable to do this since we were only asked to join the project in the later phase.
One idea that was sparked by the qualitative research component was that of considering different reactions by different teachers to digital technologies. Based on our experiences in the field we suggest that teachers have four different approaches to digital technologies. The first group consists of teachers who reach a certain level of technological mastery and unless pressured tend to remain on that level. The second group contains teachers who fail to master technologies, try to avoid them in general, and oppose the introduction of technologies. The third group is composed of teachers who enthusiastically experiment with new approacheshowever, they often reach a stage where they see that the benefits are not as great as they had envisaged, or that they are frustrated about the lack of support, and thus they run a high risk of burn-out and of becoming resigned. The fourth group consists of teachers who experiment with new approaches, test them, and always try to go further by trying out new things; they adapt approaches that no longer work, and improve those that do.
Displaying a sensitivity to the approaches and different strategies used by the assisting teachers from the four groups would greatly improve the implementation of technologies in schools.
Reflection: being the researcher
The inferential and descriptive statistics failed to provide any obvious arguments favoring the introduction of 1:1 Technology Rich Learning Environment technologies in schools-and the question remains as to whether it is even possible to produce such "hard" evidence. However, in applied research, researchers often feel the need to produce these kinds of results to satisfy the needs of those who initiate the studies. In these cases it is necessary to clearly communicate to the party commissioning the research what the expectations are, and make it obvious that they will most likely not obtain the kind of "clear-cut evidence" on the benefits of the project as they would perhaps like.
In our case qualitative data and especially on site visits allowed us to formulate some ideas and suggestions that would not have otherwise been possible. One example is the idea of a project lifecycle. Schools that wish to initiate such projects should think in advance how they might avoid reaching the point when the "wow-effect" of new technologies wears off. Recommended ways of avoiding this would include introducing new practices, using different methods of using the technologies, and updating hardware and software throughout the project lifecycle.
The position of the researchers in our case was rather odd. Where the purpose of the research project is to identify the outcomes of using technologies in the classroom, and the researchers are proponents of introducing technologies into education, then it is clear that the researchers will try to identify as much clear evidence as possible. It was vital that we realized that the lack of clear quantitative evidence does not necessarily mean that the experimental project was unsuccessful.
Just as with the previous project, in our case the researchers were introduced to the project at a time when it was impossible to influence the structure of the project (e.g. be involved in the experimental design or collect data before the project started). Moreover, the researchers had no control over many other aspects of the experiment-e.g. the fact that the control class was exposed to the same technologies as the experimental class, or even the level of support given to the project throughout the project lifecycle. The question remains as to whether it would be more advisable for researchers to refuse to participate in projects in such cases or whether they should participate despite all the limitations. Our position once again is that the project itself as well as our research endeavors and the subsequent media attention (not as intense as in the previous case but almost completely positive) helped to make a difference in introducing technologies into the Slovak classroom.
Case study 3: the psychology curricula project

Project description
In the previous two case studies the researchers were not completely neutral but had certain attitudes towards the field they were examining (e.g. a positive attitude to using technologies in the classroom). Likewise, in this case the objective was to research the psychology curricula in secondary schools with the undisguised goal of promoting psychology in pre-university education.
As a practical and academic discipline, the didactics of psychology (as the science of psychology teaching) in European secondary schools is re-defining its relationship with the parent discipline of psychology as well as its place within the context of curricular reforms. Current debates revolve around the status of this subject and its position in the 9 Data collection and analysis for Slovakia was conducted by the co-author of the present paper Lenka Sokolová, a member of EFPTA. curriculum (Jarvis 2011; Sokolová 2011) . Further professional development of teachers might also require (Williamson et al. 2011; Jarvis 2007 ) the method of how the teaching of this subject can be underpinned (Peters 2007) , and a more in-depth analysis of teacher competencies (Jarvis 2007; Lemešová, Sokolová 2011) . There is a notable absence of empirical studies analyzing the status and advantages of psychology courses in secondary education.
In a research project conducted by the international team of the European Federation of Psychology Teachers Association (EFPTA) 9 we see the position of psychology courses not as a static category but rather as a continuum, a narrative on the teaching of psychology in European countries. Components of this narrative include the content (that what is being taught), teachers, students and administrators. In addition to conducting research, the objectives of EFPTA also include stimulating discussion on the point of offering psychology courses in secondary education and the specific role of university training of psychology teachers, professional development, and support for international projects and mobility. The research project by EFPTA focuses on three research problems: (1) The content and the status of psychology in secondary school curricula; (2) The preparation and professional development of psychology teachers; (3) The motivation of students and the benefits to be gained from psychology courses. The objective is to compare the background, the experience and the status of teaching of psychology in individual countries with diverse cultural, social, economical and political backgrounds.
To cite some examples of the findings, we identified differences between the formal and the informal status of psychology. The formal status of this subject is defined by its position in curricula. The informal status is shaped by how it is perceived by teachers, students and administrators. Participants claimed that students considered psychology to be a less academically demanding subject. This is in line with findings from a study by Smith (2010) . On the other hand, the positive informal status of the subject makes it interesting to students and results in positive student feedback.
The students anticipated that psychology classes would teach them how to help themselves and how to advise others in complicated life situations. They wanted to learn how the human psyche functions, to understand themselves better and to be able to respond to different situations; to improve their skills in getting along with other people; and to learn more about a subject they consider interesting. The Slovak group of secondary school students also responded based on the assumption that they "have a talent for psychology", that they possess abilities, characteristics or skills for helping others ("People often ask me for advice, I listen to their problems, so I think psychology is right for me"). Secondary school students in the UK, however, were more likely to give pragmatic motives such as acquiring a qualification (by passing the final exam), preparing themselves for university studies, etc., which may be connected with clearer position of psychology in the UK education systems (passing the final exam from this course will not automatically mean the student may pursue university education).
Methodology highlights: interpretations in different cultures
In the first phase we analyzed curriculum related documents and related questionnaires from 18 pre-university psychology courses in 9 European countries (England, Scotland, Germany, Denmark, Finland, the Netherlands, Spain, Iceland and Slovakia). The objective of the content analysis was to create a database of psychology courses, identify typical trends in pre-university (secondary) education in psychology, and describe examples of best practices.
In the second part we conducted interviews and focus groups with 15 psychology teachers from 8 European countries-experts in teaching psychology who were familiar with the system for preparing future psychology teachers in their countries.
While the standards of quantitative research tend to be more or less universal, there may be differences in the traditions and experiences in conducting qualitative analysis. Challenges may include the language barrier despite the high level of English spoken by all the teachers who attended the interviews and focus groups. The interviews were not conducted in the teachers' mother tongue to facilitate data analysis; nuances of professional terminology may, however, pose challenges even to very proficient speakers. Moreover, the standards for teacher qualification differ greatly across European countries: e.g. in England and Scotland it is possible for psychology to be taught by teachers who have no specific psychology training. Our principal criterion for selecting participants was thus the amount of teaching and professional experience (conceptualized as the mentoring of newly qualified teachers, involvement in professional teacher development, etc).
On the theoretical level the compatibility of terminology and the classification systems of education presented another challenge; it was necessary to thoroughly analyze the content of the individual terms and translate them into English correctly. Although the International Standard Classification of Education (ISCED) is recommended, many teachers did not adopt this nomenclature and prefer to use national terms (terms such as primary school, Gymnasium, Fachschule, etc.) that are not entirely in line with ISCED. The same was true for final qualifications at various levels of education-although they are undertaken by students at similar ages, the format, number and difficulty of the examinations vary greatly from one national system to another. For this reason we compiled a glossary of key terms in English with detailed descriptions of the principal terms and made them available to participants before and throughout interviews.
Reflection: being the researcher
Education is often perceived as an area in which it is difficult to promote significant changes because of financial or policy-related restrictions, or due to traditions or values. Even when we achieve breakthrough results in our research we may not be able to make the difference we desire.
Moreover, when researchers have clear objectives along the lines of changing the system (in this case promoting psychology in secondary schools), they have a high degree of professional and emotional involvement in the area they are trying to investigate (e.g. active experience of teaching psychology, the experience of positive reactions by students, frustration with encountering obstacles in professional practice). This could make them more perceptible to problems that are hidden "below the surface", or to hidden agendas or topics and questions that would most likely not be accessible to external researchers. As a contrary example of negative impact, the active involvement of researchers in their field of research also introduces risks into the research endeavor. These include teachers' tendencies to interpret data selectively to promote their own goals, and to prefer some findings over others.
On the other hand, the validity may have been improved by the diverse and international composition of the research team since different geopolitical educational contexts lead to different outlooks and they may have been corrected for this involvement bias (e.g. different outlooks on centralized curricula: countries where psychology occupies a firm position in the secondary school curricula tend to view European and national centralization as an unwanted intervention, while in countries where psychology does not have a solid formal status regulation of this kind could lead to the extending of psychology courses, and improvements in the conditions, etc.).
Discussion and conclusions
All three case studies document situations where an institution involved in education commissioned research that included qualitative methods to provide evidence on major strategy decisions.
In considering our first question concerning the potential/resources/capacity available to guide us in the process of making policy related decisions we touched upon several different issues.
Research is very susceptible to the question of researcher impartiality, especially in applied or targeted contexts. When the researcher is professionally active in the area that is being investigated and has very clear objectives, strong opinions and beliefs, and the research results may even be crucial to the future of his/her discipline, many questions can be raised regarding the validity of such research.
This may lead to the question of how this engagement should be handled on a personal level and how it should be reflected upon-in the words of Stainton-Rogers (2008) , providing "a clear, careful and theoretically informed interpretation and a well-articulated and systematically informed argument for the conclusions reached" (ibid., 12) is only the basic layer of the whole pyramid of challenges.
In the applied setting the final recipient of the research is not an uncommitted funding body but someone with specific goals or a specific agenda. In our case studies, the research was commissioned in the first study by a government agency seeking to collect evidence before making a decision on whether to adopt an educational software package; in the second by an international corporation aiming to promote the introduction of computer technologies in schools; and in the third case study by an international professional association aiming to promote the teaching of psychology in schools.
Bodies or organizations like these may directly or indirectly pressurize researchers into giving them arguments to support their agenda. What is, however, much more challenging is the handling of the inner convictions and opinions of researchers, and their own emotional and professional engagement. The best strategy for dealing with this issue seems to be setting up different teams composed of people with different agendas, and by setting resources aside to deal with the issue of self-reflection (e.g. by ensuring supervision, holding special meetings, organizing workshops, inviting further experts from the external environment to join the data interpretation process). This is connected with our second question concerning the credibility of such research in the eyes of the consumers. Trustworthiness is partly defined by the reliability, groundedness and similarity of concepts on one hand, and with ethical virtues and research honesty and integrity on the other hand (cf. Furlong, Oancea 2005) .
One significant issue here relates to situations where we have to respect the predetermined framework of a project that was established before the research team became involved even though this is not entirely favorable to ensuring high quality findings. This was the case with the first two case studies. Situations like these raise the question of whether it is worth working around such restrictions. Generally it would be advisable to refuse to participate under such conditions and only engage in research provided there is adequate control over the basic conditions and design of the project. However, we chose to proceed with the project despite these restrictions: we felt the potential benefits outweighed the limitations.
We are left with the issue of the generalizability of qualitative research. This was further discussed by Firestone in a paper published almost a decade ago (1993) where three broad arguments for generalizing from data were examined: sample-to-population extrapolation, analytic generalization and case-to-case transfer. The author argues that although qualitative researchers still have much to do to strengthen their case, qualitative methods are not at any great disadvantage in this regard. The author concludes by stating that qualitative methods should not be avoided because of a fear that their claims for broad relevance are weak.
Deliverables from all three research studies included suggestions for best practices in, for instance, describing practical procedures and strategies, creating sets of suggestions and recommendations, identifying extraordinary performers in the field, networking, and creating opportunities for further collaboration. Although this is largely unplanned in typical research proposals, this may be one of the principal benefits of conducting applied qualitative research-and perhaps one we should focus on much more. This may be the clear answer to the question as to whether targeted qualitative research in education can make a real difference. If we treat case studies of best practices as analogous to experiments (Firestone 2010; cf. Yin 2009) ), e.g. make lists of best practices from different areas and try to apply inductive reasoning to draw some general conclusions and suggestions, we may achieve credible results.
To conclude our remarks on the second question, the case of the Planet of Knowledge project clearly showed the need to engage the public as well as professionals in the debate on the nature of qualitative research and the rationale for using qualitative approaches in such contexts. While the public may be able to assess the results of quantitative studies (e.g. by sample size or the significance of relationships), qualitative researchers should consider ways of explaining the nature of their research findings and explain why these should be trustworthy and credible.
The third question we asked in the introduction was whether this type of research could be considered a part of academic inquiry. The answer depends on the ontological and epistemological framework and the criteria we use to assess what is academic and what lies beyond that realm. However, if we agree with the arguments of critical psychologists such as Stainton-Rogers (2008) that we should use qualitative research to make a difference (2008), we may state that making a difference in education could be a valid goal for academic inquiry.
In conclusion, we are convinced that applied qualitative research could be the source of solid evidence in making decisions related to the area of education-although this evidence is different to that provided by quantitative research. Moreover, we do not consider the engagement or involvement of the researchers in the field being studied to be a factor that would disqualify them from taking such assignments. The nature of qualitative research not only presumes such engagement but it may even be an advantage for the researcher. It is, however, necessary to devote great attention and sensitivity to reflecting on one's own position, and to perceiving how other actors (maybe even the public) approach the issue. In our case the best possible strategy for dealing with this issue was creating larger research teams with the aim of subjecting the data to the widest possible array of interpretations. 10 
